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Chapter III: Developing Strategic Communication Plans 

There are some good reasons why measuring results of public relations efforts is problematic. 
Public relations activities are impacted by and interact with all sorts of factors. A meeting 
expected to draw a large crowd gets a surprisingly small turnout because it was raining. A goal 
to decrease larceny from auto by encouraging people not to leave anything of value in their 
vehicles coincides with the arrest of a major ring of thieves. The survey to evaluate citizen 
satisfaction achieves a poor response rate. Despite best efforts, it can be difficult to pinpoint 
why something did or did not occur, what outside influences might have played a role in the 
success or failure of an initiative, or how much credit should be given to a communications 
campaign as opposed to an operational change. 

Similarly, some areas of communication that may be critically important, like social 
media activity, lack accepted effectiveness measures. How should a blog be evaluated for 
effectiveness? What is the measure of a successful police department website? Researchers and 
practitioners have begun to look to measures of “engagement” as a way to evaluate these new 
media tools. Engagement is variously defined to include such things as number of visits, time 
spent per visit, number of items visited, amount of feedback provided, and the extent to which 
people share the content with others (e.g., re-tweeting and posting on Facebook) (Smith 2009). 

Putting even basic measures in place is important because it forces a focus on results, not 
process or outputs. Improving the quality of measurements begins with making sure the 
objectives are expressed in measurable terms and an understanding of what information needs 
to be available to make the evaluation. If an objective is to “improve citizens’ perception of 
safety by achieving a 5 percent or more increase in satisfaction with police services,” there 
must be both a starting benchmark and a way to assess whether the increase was achieved. 
Typically, this would involve statistically valid and reliable surveys on both ends of the 
process. If there is no starting benchmark, the objective could be written to establish one: 
“To achieve a rating of 70 percent on a survey to gauge residents’ perception of safety in their 
neighborhoods.” 

Whatever type of evaluation is planned, it is wise to build in checkpoints for progress reports 
along the way instead of waiting until the end of the year to measure results. These mini-
evaluations enable the department to make adjustments to its plan as conditions warrant. If 
the major ring of thieves responsible for a large percentage of larcenies from auto is arrested, 
the public relations objective and tactics can be revised to reflect this. 

Flexibility is vital to any plan. New conditions will develop that the police must address, a 
change in leadership may cause new priorities, and some issues may dissipate. The ability to 
adapt a plan to accommodate environmental changes is a mark of a strategic enterprise. 
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website, which increases the circulation and reduces the cost of printed copies. Website 
availability is a positive change because it makes the reports more widely available for longer 
periods of time and there are more options for color, charts, photos; even video and interactive 
elements. As a part of an overall communications plan these reports can play an important 
role in developing a consistent message to the community and employees. 

•	 Annual Reports. Annual reports have long been a part of providing updates on 
departmental activities to the political leaders, community, and others. Most are largely 
statistical reports that include crime data, workload statistics, and administrative 
information such as budget, staffing, and employee demographics. They also often 
honor officers lost in the line of duty, include promotions, and present news on other 
significant organizational events of the past year. In recent years some departments 
have used the annual report to highlight the important contributions of citizens or 
employees in the organization by telling stories about their work. Through the stories 
the department is able to show a more human face and emphasize partnerships and 
areas that would not receive any attention in the typical statistical reports. 

We have seen some departments stop producing these reports because of the costs 
associated with them—particularly print costs. The higher printing costs wouldn’t 
allow them to be printed in the numbers required to reach a broad segment of 
the community. The web page publication option may help address this issue, but 
questions remain about how many people in the community would seek the report out 
on the website. Visibility of the annual report has caused some—Vancouver, British 
Columbia, and Seattle for example—to design the report so it could be published as an 
insert in the Sunday newspaper. This approach puts several hundred thousand annual 
reports out into the community. 

•	 Internal Affairs Reports. A significant number of departments have adopted the 
practice of producing annual reports on internal affairs activities. The reports often 
provide data on the number of citizen complaints, internal investigations, investigative 
outcomes, and disciplinary action summaries. Some include information on use of 
force and vehicle pursuits. The IA report is not of wide interest but it does serve as a 
useful source of information for political leaders and those in the community with 
concerns about police misconduct and accountability. The reports are very helpful 
when a high profile incident occurs in the community and the news media is looking 
for information. They also reinforce the department’s commitment to transparency. 

•	 Statistical Reports. Most agencies routinely produce statistical reports on crime, 
traffic, calls for service, arrests and other types of data that show workload. In some 
cases these are a part of the local government reporting requirements, while in others 
it is the departments’ practice. Many of these reports have or are being replaced by 
frequent updates of the statistics on the agency’s website. One challenge departments 
must resolve is providing a context and explanations for what the numbers mean. It is 
important that as these data are shared that consideration be given to whether or not it 
requires some explanation and if so, how that will be accomplished. 
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Chapter V: Communication Tools 

There are some basic points departments and 
individuals should remember in using e-mail: 

•	 It is most effective when the messages 
are relatively brief 

•	 It is NOT confidential 

•	 Organizations should have written 
policy on e-mail use 

•	 Not all messages get delivered to the 
intended recipient—make sure the 
address is correct 

•	 It does not replace the need for face to 
face conversation 

•	 Reprimands or counseling should not 
be done on e-mail 

•	 Make sure the “reply to all” choice is 
appropriate 

•	 Ensure that everyone understands the 
retention (e-mail storage) policy 

As with all communication tools, the chief or 
sheriff should give thought to where e-mail 
fits into the overall communications strategy. It 
certainly has a place, as it can play an important 
role in providing direct communication oppor
tunities with employees, elected and appointed 
officials, and members of the community. 

Although viewed by many as an impersonal tool, 
e-mail can facilitate one-on-one contact with 
employees and citizens and allow for ongoing 
exchanges. It can also be the tool that supports 
the idea of an “open door” policy if the CEO is 
willing to take the time to respond, or ensure 
there is a response, to e-mails from employees. 

Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department (LASD) 

Texting – An Important Messaging Tool 

As we wade through the incredible opportunities and challenges 
of new media, the most talked about eCommunications systems 
are websites and social media such as Facebook and Twitter. 
Even though there have been dramatic improvements in smart 
phone capabilities  and there is rapid growth in smart phone 
ownership—31 percent at the end of 2010—the majority of 
Americans don’t have smart phones yet. (Nielson Wire 2011) 

So, if someone wants to view our messages, they have to wait 
until they get home or to work. This is certainly a limitation if you 
want to send urgent messages about evacuations, Amber alerts, or 
warnings about a man with a gun on the run. 

Some 30,000 to 50,000 people have registered so far to receive 
e-mail messages directly from the LASD. Interestingly enough 
considering the cell phone studies, 60-70 percent of subscribers 
have also registered to receive our urgent text messages. 

Our goal is to reach the maximum number of people with our 
balanced (and sometimes urgent) messages. The best way to 
accomplish this is to use the systems the public uses. When given 
the choice, the public does indeed want to receive text messages. 

One recent illustration is when a brush fire broke out in northern 
Los Angeles County in 2010. Although the directly affected burn 
area only threatened about a hundred homes, the fire was located 
along the important 5 and 14 freeway interchange. To be able to 
quickly provide updates via texts, the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s 
Department publicized a Nixle “short code.” 

To receive the relevant texts, the public needed only to text 
CROWNFIRE to the short code number 888777 (as if it was a phone 
number). During the 2 1/2 days of the fire, 5,000 people opted in. 
We heard from many people that thanked us for the messages but 
we also heard they wanted more. 

Thousands of other policing agencies across the country are 
using e-mail/text as well, including the LAPD, Long Beach PD, and 
Arcadia PD in Los Angeles County. It is a tool that should be a part 
of the communications plan of every department. 

—Mike Parker, Captain, LASD 
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DEEPWATER HORIZON 

The Deepwater Horizon incident placed people in crisis management roles; however, not all were able 
to demonstrate leadership in crisis as a core competency. The performance of crisis leaders during 
this incident was uneven at best. In some cases, perceived ineffective leadership led to loss of public 
confidence in the ability of Government and industry to manage the response to the spill. 

Leaders not trained and prepared to function effectively in a crisis can create an image of 
incompetence, chaos, or disorganization, even if the incident is being managed competently and 
effectively. In most cases, the leader in a crisis is the “face” of the organization he or she represents; 
in some cases it may be virtually the only time the public is aware of the organization. The reputation 
of that organization will largely be determined by the performance of the crisis leader. (p. 57). 

—U.S. Coast Guard Report 

In the aftermath of the April 2010 deadly explosion and oil spill from BP Oil’s Deepwater 
Horizon, the U.S. Coast Guard led the Incident Specific Preparedness Review (ISPR) process 
to examine the response to the crisis. One section of the comprehensive (and candid) January 
2011 report focuses on Characteristics and Qualifications of Effective Crisis Leaders. The 
report offers an evaluation and summary that is instructive for leaders in any significant 
crisis situation. The report goes on to identify and define the characteristics of good crisis 
leadership. The list is powerful; it is comprehensive and easily applicable to police executives 
who face crises of any magnitude (p. 58–59): 

•	 Command Presence: The ability to project an image of being in charge and able to 
effectively address the crisis….This elusive but necessary quality will have a dramatic 
effect on the public’s confidence in the entire response. 

•	 Authoritativeness: The ability to speak with authority. This is best accomplished with 
sufficient command of detail to assure national leadership, the media, and the public 
that the leader is knowledgeable in all facets of the response. 

•	 Integrity: The ability to be both transparent and truthful in all actions. There are 
many occasions in which information released may not show the organization in 
a favorable light, and the temptation is to withhold or script information to avoid 
criticism. Once a leader’s integrity is attacked, that person’s value to the organization is 
severely diminished, and the leader should be removed from the response effort. The 
organization will find itself doing damage control, and any information released in the 
future will be suspect. 

[ 94 ]
 



strategic Communication Practices: A Toolkit for Police Executives

    

Chapter VI: Crisis Communications: Planning and Execution 

•	 Stamina: The Deepwater Horizon incident became a protracted disaster response 
lasting months. Crisis leaders representing the RP (Responsible Party) remained 
in place throughout the response, with little or no rotation…Rotation of crisis 
leaders at the highest levels is problematic for continuity of operations, and for the 
public’s expectation of seeing one face and hearing one voice.…Crisis leaders at the 
highest levels should be prepared to manage all the way from mobilization through 
demobilization phases of the response. 

•	 Strategic Thinking and Command of Detail: The ability to think strategically and 
have command of detail. These traits complement each other, and allow the leader 
to speak authoritatively. The inability of a leader to project the image that he/she has 
command of “the big picture” erodes public confidence, and impacts subordinates in 
the response organization. 

•	 Stress Management: The ability to function during periods of extreme stress. A crisis 
will most certainly bring high levels of stress during critical periods of the response. 
The Deepwater Horizon incident may be a benchmark for stress on the response 
organization from political and media pressure….Those unable to function well under 
stress did not provide the best of their efforts to the response. 

•	 Decisiveness: A willingness to act decisively even when provided with incomplete 
information. A crisis leader cannot be averse to risk. That is not to imply that decisions 
should be made without the best available information and advice; however, a crisis 
leader needs to make timely decisions, and the inability to do so will adversely impact 
the response.…Crisis leaders are selected for their ability to assess risk, minimize 
that risk where possible, and decide among alternatives to achieve a desired outcome. 
Crisis leaders continually monitor the effectiveness of their prior decisions in 
preparation of future direction. 

•	 Responsibility, Accountability, and Authority: In the selection of a crisis leader, there 
is implied trust that the person possesses the requisite skills to make rational decisions. 
If the crisis leader is given responsibility and is held accountable, he/she must have 
commensurate authority for decision-making and exercise that authority. 

•	 Enhanced Leadership Skills: The crisis leader must possess leadership traits that 
allow him or her to transcend the pressures of a crisis and use those traits through 
the duration of the event. Skills such as multitasking, organizational development, 
analytical and communications skills (which include listening), and the ability to 
delegate and leverage organizational flexibility is vital. At the higher levels, it is 
important to understand and be able to function within the political environment. 

•	 Ability to Inspire: A skilled crisis leader is calm in the midst of chaos. A crisis leader 
has position power but is most effective leading through “personal power.” Effective 
leaders inspire rather than intimidate subordinates and have the interpersonal skills to 
build a cohesive team able to work under stress toward achieving a mutual goal. 
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Chapter VI: Crisis Communications: Planning and Execution 

Risk = Hazard + Outrage is the equation Sandman coined in the 1980s as a way of 
helping people understand how the public perceives risk as opposed to how experts 
define it. Unless and until you acknowledge and/or address the emotional aspects of 
a situation, people are ill-equipped to reason. And they often cannot get beyond that 
outrage. Often, we do little to help them get over it. If anything, we tend to fan the 
outrage flames. 

•	 All messages should be evaluated in terms of two parts: Content and Position. 
Content includes incident details, people involved, actions taken or planned, and 
recommended public actions. Position refers to the official response of the department 
relative to the events. Depending on the circumstances, the position can range from 
outrage to apology, expressions of empathy to accepting blame. A “just the facts” 
approach in crises satisfies only one part of the message equation. It focuses on the 
hazard and ignores the outrage. This has the tendency to actually further inflame 
people who are already upset. 

•	 Be clear about what information will be released (or withheld) and why. 
There are plenty of reasons information may not be released, starting with the obvious: 
you do not yet have all of the information. You can only release what you know to be 
true at the time. And more often than not, initial reports are wrong, sometimes wildly so. 

Case in point #1: Early reports in the aftermath of the Fort Hood shooting 
claimed the shooter was dead and two other soldiers were being held. The next 
day, the information was corrected. The major was not dead after all and the 
soldiers were no longer in custody. 

Case in point #2: In the case of the D.C. sniper, early reports focused on a 
white van. As it turned out, there was no white van involved. 

It is a natural part of a chaotic scene that initial information is incorrect or incomplete 
and investigations follow leads that go nowhere. This is why verifying information and 
revising as new information becomes known are so important. 

•	 Disseminate Information to Employees and other primary Stakeholders 
(i.e., elected or appointed officials and community leaders). Others will expect these 
people to know what is going on. Employees who serve as points of contact for the 
public, like communications, 311 center representatives, and patrol officers, should be 
among the first individuals to receive any public statements. 

•	 Keep it simple—especially at first. As Coombs (2007) points out, crisis 
communication occurs in times of stress and people are not at their best under these 
conditions. “Research suggests that people’s ability to process information is reduced 
by up to 80 percent during emotionally charged situations, such as crises” (Gilman 
2004, as cited in Coombs 2007, 128). Making sure messages are clear, unambiguous, 
and focused on just a few points is key to managing communication when emotions 
are heightened. 
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Chapter VII: Conclusion: Going Forward 

A key factor in the changing role and presence of the news media has been the growth of 
the Internet and cable television. There are more choices for news, and options for obtaining 
information, than at any time in our history and there are no signs of things slowing down in 
the near future. We’ve talked about the some of the communication tools that are available and 
how some agencies are using them to connect with people in their community and agency. 
The Boston Police Department has developed a separate website that is devoted to be the 
“source of news” about crime and policing issues in the city. Agency websites have become an 
important source of information for people in the community as well as those elsewhere who 
are interested in the community. It is a 24/7 presence for the department that can present a 
very positive image—or, if not properly developed, can leave visitors with a sense that things 
are not quite up to date. 

A great many law enforcement agencies have a presence on sites like Facebook, Twitter, 
and YouTube. They are experimenting with these tools to figure out the best way to reach 
the growing number of people in their communities who use them. It is one thing to have a 
presence on these sites; it is another to have sorted out how these tools fit within the overall 
communications plan of the department. 

Having plans and getting comfortable with thinking strategically about communication 
messages and tools will be especially valuable when the inevitable crisis develops. All law 
enforcement agencies experience crises at one time or another and while the size and duration 
may vary, these situations require extraordinary response efforts as well as extreme demands 
on communications capacity. Law enforcement agencies are judged by political leaders and 
the community on how well they respond to crisis situations. Those judgments will be largely 
influenced by the way and the frequency with which people are informed of the crisis and the 
steps taken to resolve the situation. 

Just as operational and tactical plans are designed to be living, changing documents, 
communication plans must be updated as circumstances warrant. New venues are coming 
online every day. Some may quickly die, others may grow to rival the current social networking 
powerhouses like Facebook and YouTube. Staying current is part of staying relevant, building 
trust, and developing productive relationships that are so critical to the business of public 
safety. In a world in which one badly worded statement can garner national exposure, amateur 
video can be uploaded and go viral in a matter of hours, and a “reply all” mistake can send 
inappropriate responses, the rewards for having a plan are too great to ignore. 
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